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Opponents of the use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in Mexico scored a victory in midMarch when a federal court ordered the federal government to rescind a permit to plant genetically
engineered soy plants in Campeche state. In issuing the landmark decision, the Juzgado Segundo
de Distrito ruled that the government violated the constitutional rights of three Mayan communities
by not consulting them before approving the cultivation of 253,000 hectares of GMO soybeans. The
ruling was based on a complaint filed by the Mayan municipalities of Pack-Chen and Cancabchen
and the Colectivo Apícola de los Chenes, which said the GMO seeds threatened traditional
honey production in the three communities. The two municipalities include the communities of
Champotón, Hecelchakán, Hopelchén, Tenabo, Calkiní, Escárcega, Carmen, and Palizada.
The directive specifically prohibited planting the GMO soybean variety MON-04-032-6,
manufactured by the multinational seed company Monsanto. The Secretaria de Agricultura,
Ganadería, Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y Alimentación (SAGARPA) had authorized planting this variety
on 253,000 ha in Campeche.

Indigenous communities were not consulted
In filing the complaint almost two years ago, the indigenous communities said SAGARPA and the
Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) granted the permit without prior
consultation on how production of GMO soybeans would affect one of their traditional activities:
beekeeping and honey production. "This verdict establishes the right of the Mayan people to be
consulted and decide on projects that affect their communities and their territory,'" the communities
and organizations responsible for the litigation said in a statement.
In a ruling handed down in mid-March, the court agreed with the plaintiffs, saying that the lack of
prior consultation with the indigenous communities violated Article 2 of the Mexican Constitution,
which deals with indigenous identity, as well Mexico’s obligation to comply with Convention 169
of the International Labor Organization (ILO). Mexico is one of 20 countries that have ratified this
particular ILO convention, which requires that indigenous and tribal peoples be consulted on issues
that affect them directly. It also requires that indigenous peoples be able to engage in free, prior, and
informed participation in policy and development processes that affect them.
One of the biggest concerns for the indigenous communities is that integrity of their hives would be
compromised by bees extracting pollen from blooms on soybean plants that have been genetically
modified.
GMO crops have been at the center of debate on the death of another insect that is important to
Mexico. Environmental advocates have blamed the use of GMO crops in the US Midwest for a
reduction in the population of monarch butterflies (SourceMex, Feb. 5, 2014).
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The plaintiffs in Campeche cited other concerns about planting GMO soybeans, including
that it infringes on their right to a healthy environment through the overuse of herbicides and
deforestation. "We hope that, with the verdict, the planting of GMO crops will be halted in
Campeche and that several measures will be implanted to halt the massive deforestation occurring
in the highlands in the interior of the state, where we live and grow our food," the indigenous
communities said in a statement, which also called for an end to the excessive use of pesticides.
Environmental organizations were also pleased with the court’s decision. "We must keep fighting
for a Mexico where the production of healthy food, a respect for the environment, and the rights
of indigenous communities are guaranteed," said Silvia Díaz Pérez, who heads the food and
agriculture campaigns at Greenpeace México. "[Indigenous people] are the ones who guard the
country's biodiversity and hold the traditional knowledge on how to cultivate the land."
"Agriculture must be at the service of people and farmers, not the economic interests of large
multinational corporations," added Díaz Pérez.

Mexican laws support case against genetically altered crops
Other laws in Mexico could apply to this case, including the environmental-protection law (Ley
General de Protección al Ambiente) and a biosecurity law (Ley de Bioseguridad de los Organismos
Genéticamente Modificados).
"The two laws recognize that biological diversity is essential to a healthy environment," columnist
Miguel Concha wrote in the Mexico City daily newspaper La Jornada. "Even though the Ley de
Bioseguridad was approved in part to support the interests of multinational companies, whose goals
were to patent and gain title to the global biological diversity of crops, this law also contains some
limits and restrictions to cultivating genetically modified crops."
There were some suggestions that powerful agricultural interests in neighboring Yucatán state were
behind the lawsuit, partly to quash competition in Campeche. Leydi Pech Martín, a representative
of one of the plaintiffs, denied those assertions. She also pointed out that Monsanto already received
a permit from SAGARPA to plant 14,000 ha of GMO soybeans in 2012, but the latest permit was
troublesome because of its large scope. "This permit that would have allowed planting on 253,000
ha for an undefined period had the endorsement of SEMARNAT," Pech Martín told the daily
newspaper Tribuna de Campeche.
As part of their case, the plaintiffs relied on studies by Rogel Villanueva, a researcher at the
Campeche branch of the Colegio de la Frontera Sur (Ecosur), which discovered that pollen from
GMO soybeans was already present in samples of honey obtained from Hopelchén.
The study prompted a war of words between Ecosur with Campeche environmental officials.
The Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Aprovechamiento Sustentable in Campeche suggested that
the study was simply an attempt to influence the price of honey in Campeche. "This is simply a
maneuver to reduce prices … to the detriment of producers in Campeche," Evelia Rivera Arriaga,
the state’s environment and sustainability secretary, told Tribuna de Campeche.
Ecosur officials disputed those allegations, saying the school—which is under the auspices of the
federal science and technology council (Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, CONACYT)
—had no ulterior motives in presenting the study. "As any center of investigation, Ecosur seeks
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to provide quality information in order to improve the management of natural resources," said
Griselda Escalona Segura, director of the Ecosur Campeche campus. "The results are sent to
scientific forums for validation and are later released to the public so that society can make use of
the knowledge that has been generated."
In the case of Villanueva’s study, said Escalona Segura, the purpose was to produce information
to maintain the quality of the state’s honey, which is the second-largest source of revenue for
Campeche, surpassed only by tourism.
Campeche Gov. Fernando Ortega Bernés supported the court decision, however, pointing out
that the ruling is compatible with efforts in Campeche to preserve the state’s natural resources.
Furthermore, the Campeche governor cited the need to maintain the purity of Campeche honey,
which is exported to Europe, Saudi Arabia, and other areas.
The court decision left open the possibility that SAGARPA could later grant a permit for GMO
soybeans, but the decision would be subject to a consultation with all the affected communities and
input from agencies like the Comisión Nacional para el Conocimiento y Uso de la Biodiversidad
(CONABIO), the Comision Nacional De Áreas Naturales Protegidas (CONANP), and the Instituto
Nacional De Ecología Y Cambio Climático (INE).

Earlier court ruling halted planting of GMO corn
The ruling on GMO soybeans is the latest battlefront on the introduction and cultivation of
genetically modified crops in Mexico.
In July 2013, the coalition Acción Colectiva filed suit to block field trials of genetically modified
corn planned by major international corn seed companies in Mexico, including Monsanto, PioneerDupont, Dow Agrosciences, and Syngenta.
The coalition—comprising 53 scientists and 22 organizations—has couched its efforts under a
campaign entitled Sin maíz no hay país. The campaign is led by Father Miguel Concha of the Centro
de Derechos Humanos Fray Francisco de Vitoria, Víctor Suárez of the Asociación Nacional de
Empresas Comercializadoras de Productos del Campo (ANEC), Mercedes Lopéz of Vía Orgánica,
and Adelita San Vicente of Semillas de Vida.
Acción Colectiva scored a victory when a federal court (Juzgado Décimo Segundo de Distrito en
Materia Civil) a few weeks later ordered SAGARPA and SEMARNAT to halt the approval of any
new permits for planting GMO corn for the time being. Judge Jaime Eduardo Verdugo J. cited "the
risk of imminent harm to the environment" as the basis for the decision.
The Mexican government and Monsanto challenged the court’s decision, but an appeals court
denied the motion in December 2013.
"The new court decision will maintain the temporary suspension of all trials and commercial
planting of GM maize in Mexico, ordered by the first court ruling in September," said René Sánchez
Galindo, an attorney working with the Sin maíz no hay país campaign.
The battle regarding altered corn has lasted for more than two decades. Before there was any
thought of planting GMO crops in Mexico, the conflict centered on halting imports of genetically
modified corn (SourceMex, Oct. 13, 1999, Sept. 22, 2004, and Aug. 17, 2005).
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The first proposal to plant GMO corn in Mexico came during the administration of ex-President
Vicente Fox, who denied a request that would have allowed developing test plots (SourceMex, Oct.
25, 2006). Fox’s successor, ex-President Felipe Calderón, approved limited cultivation of text plots in
2009 (SourceMex, March 25, 2009, and March 10, 2010). Northern states were the first to experiment
with GMO corn, and altered varieties are still cultivated in Sinaloa and Tamaulipas.
Despite the setbacks, President Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration would like to move forward
with the use of GMO corn, particularly the varieties that result in higher yields. The administration
views increased production as part of its effort to alleviate hunger in Mexico. "At some point in
the future, GMO corn will have to be approved because our population is growing, and there are
millions of people in our country without food," said SAGARPA officials. "This is a discussion that
will have to take place sooner or later."
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